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Abstract 
Recent Portuguese educational policy is focused on granting schools a higher degree of autonomy with 
a view to the increasement of curriculum flexibility and the consequent improvement of learning among 
students. After a pilot experiment with around 225 schools involved in the “Project for Autonomy and 
Curriculum Flexibility” (PACF) in the school year of 2017/18, in the current school year (2018/19) all 
Portuguese schools were invited to join the Program, which enables them up to 25% curriculum 
flexibility. This is a big challenge for schools and school leaders, which drives them towards the adoption 
of increasingly instructional leadership practices, i.e. being essentially focused on curriculum and 
instruction.  

An open-ended questionnaire was applied to the universe of Portuguese school leaders who attended 
specific training sessions for the PACF (n=308), in order to collect their perceptions on the program’s 
strengths and weaknesses and suggestions for its improvement. 

A content analysis of a sample (n=35) of the answers given to the questionnaire reveals that the most 
positive aspect they point out is the possibility to get together with other school leaders and share their 
concerns, as well as good practices. This result shows that Portuguese schools still work very isolated 
from each other and that they could benefit from establishing professional learning communities that 
could bring an important contribution to their organizational development. On the other hand, the 
respondents are struggling with difficulties in motivating teachers to adopt innovative pedagogic 
practices and to manage the curriculum in a more integrated way. Another important obstacle to a 
successful implementation of the program seems to be the fact that Portuguese school leaders feel they 
are overloaded with paperwork and platform management, by the demand of the Ministry of Education, 
which forces them to be more focused on bureaucracy than on the curriculum and instruction. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The Legislative Order no. 5908/2017 was officially adopted in Portugal in July 2017. This order allowed 
Portuguese schools to join a project called "Projeto de Autonomia e Flexibilidade Curricular” (Project for 
Autonomy and Curriculum Flexibility - PACF) on a voluntary basis. This project intended to provide 
schools with the necessary conditions to manage the curriculum in a more flexible and integrated way, 
in order to promote higher quality teaching and learning. The PACF was implemented as a pilot project 
during the 2017-2018 school year with the participation of more than 200 schools all over the country 
[1]. In July 2018, the Decree-Law 55/2018 was instated, with the aim of extending the PACF to every 
Portuguese school. This legal document, which is our normative framework, recognizes that the 
improvement of students’ learning is only possible by ensuring the reinforcement of organizational, 
pedagogical and professional autonomy, the contextualization of educational action with the active 
participation of students and parents, the flexibilization of the curricular offers, a more cooperative 
teacher action based on team teaching and a more integrated, intelligent and articulated management 
of the curriculum.  

This relatively innovative normative prescription gives schools the possibility to locally build and manage 
from 0% to 25% of the curriculum. With this Decree-Law all the Portuguese schools are covered by the 
PACF, although they can choose not to adapt the national curriculum (by choosing 0% of flexibility) or 
to take advantage of this possibility, adapting the curriculum up to a maximum of 25%. 

This possibility emerges from the empirical evidences of the impossibility to efficiently teach every 
student with the ready-to-wear curriculum inherited by European countries from the mass schooling 
model of the nineteenth century that still prevails nowadays. 
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In fact, this schooling model, characterised by many researchers [2]–[4] is based on a “school form” [5]–
[8] conceived to ensure the transmission of knowledge and norms according to frameworks that 
assigned precise mandates both to those in charge of teaching and to those supposed to learn. This 
model, with its overly prescribed and standardized curricula, its standard schedule of classes and the 
rigidity and uniformization of the teaching strategies, has been contributing to the maintenance of 
inequities at schools that must attend to increasingly higher heterogeneity levels. The acknowledgment 
of this fact has been driving educational systems all around the world to adopt more democratic curricula 
and liberatory pedagogies and Portugal is not an exception. 

Notwithstanding the margins of autonomy entitled to schools and the acknowledgement of their real 
power to create and recreate the norms or, at the limit, to obstacle them, putting the ultimate goal of 
improving students’ learning at stake, the legislator seems to believe in the performative power of the 
Law, ignoring the centrality of organizational and professional cultures [9]–[11] that can be substantially 
misaligned with the set educational, organizational and curricular principles. 

The question is if school leaders are inscribed in a bureaucratic and / or transformational and 
instructional way of acting, being focused on students’ learning. 

It is important to acknowledge that professional cultures are still significatively marked by the 
bureaucratic logic of obedience and normative conformity, by the individual and solitary action [11], by 
an encyclopaedic conception of the curriculum, and by the adoption of tendentially traditional and 
uniform teaching strategies, which embodies a certain indifference to the unquestionable differences 
among students [12]. On the other hand, the assessment practices are still deeply rooted in a summative 
tradition with a selective function and at the service external standardized tests that limit pedagogic 
differentiation and the professional and organizational autonomy, leading teacher to “teach to the test”. 

It is also important to highlight that educational systems are still highly shaped by a school model which 
is loosely coupled [13] and by a grammar of schooling marked by the signs of epistemological 
disconnection, by the separation of teaching and learning time and space and by the rigid grouping of 
students and teachers [14], [15]. This institutional and organizational idiosyncrasy may explain the 
recurrent normative invocation of the need for a more integrated, articulated and flexible curriculum 
management. 

However, it is well known that for organizational cultures to change a set of systemic and ecological 
actions is required, which comprises in-service training and the reinforcement of a real autonomy that 
has to go beyond curriculum management  (and integrate, for instance, the school autonomy to recruit 
a percentage of teachers who can sustain a process of educational metamorphosis) and implies the 
liberty and responsibility of a pedagogical action that must put the learning of students (each one of 
them) in the centre of professional decisions [15]. 

The Portuguese educational system interpreted by school leaders is going through a moment of tension 
between extensive and encyclopaedical curricula and the urge for essentiality and for opportunities to 
differentiate educational offers that promote more learning and between professional cultures that are 
beginning to see the advantages of cooperation but, at the same time, find it difficult to abandon a culture 
of closure and protection. 

Based on the legal framework that supports the PACF, this study aims to collect information about how 
this project is being implemented by schools, by enquiring school leaders about their perceptions on the 
project’s positive aspects and critical dimensions and about possible strategies to promote an effective 
implementation of autonomy and flexibility measures.  

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Procedure 
A questionnaire with three open-ended questions was applied to the Portuguese principals who 
participated in a National Training organized by the Ministry of Education, in the first semester of 2019. 
Questions about school leaders’ perceptions on the PACF’s strengths and weaknesses and suggestions 
for its improvement were included in the questionnaire.  

After obtaining principals’ written informed consent, a dataset text containing all their answers was 
imported into MAXQDA Analytics Pro [16] for data analysis. Based on a qualitative approach, a content 
analysis was performed by two researchers in order to ensure a higher agreement between 
codifications. Data was analysed using mainly an inductive analysis approach [17]. Each transcription 
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was read and coded, line by line, to identify emergent themes and patterns related to the implementation 
of the Decree-Law 55/2018.  

Themes were categorised into three key-dimensions: (1) “strengths”; (2) “weaknesses and constraints”; 
and (3) “suggestions for a better implementation of the PACF”.  

2.2 Sample 
Although the questionnaire was applied to all principals who attended the training sessions (N =308), in 
this study only 10% of the responses were selected (n = 35). A random sampling process was applied, 
according to the distribution of school leaders by geographic areas established in the universe of 
answers. As a result, we have a sample where 31,4% of the respondents are from the North region of 
the country, 22,9% from the region of Lisbon and Tagus Valley, 20% from the Centre of Portugal and 
14,3% from the South region (missing values equal 11,4%). Female respondents are 48,6% and male, 
28,6% (missing values equal 22,9%). In what concerns to their age, the majority (51,4%) is over 50 
years old. 28,6% are between 41 and 50 and 8,6% are over sixty years old (missing values equal 
11,4%). 

3 RESULTS 
The content analysis of school leaders’ answers reports on the perceived constraints and positive 
aspects regarding the implementation of the PACF, as well as on suggestions and recommendations 
for its improvement. 

Table 1 presents the positive aspects and strengths of the PACF. Frequencies and excerpts of each 
code are also presented as a testimony and as an illustration of how parents perceive those positive 
aspects. A total of sixty-one segments was coded as positive aspects.  

The positive aspect more frequently quoted relates to the opportunity that the PACF gave teachers and 
other elements of the educational community to work in a more coperative manner (14 segments). This 
is followed by the opportunity to diversify teaching and learning strategies (11 segments). Other aspects 
that are also valued concern to the greater autonomy that schools gained (8 segments), the emergence 
of a new paradigm at schools and the perceived improvement of students’ learning and success (7 
segments each). 

Table 1: Positive aspects and strengths of the PACF 

 Frequency Excerpts 

A new paradigm at 
schools 

7 “Creation of a common time for us to see and know the context, which leads 
to the renovation of the ways in which the school organizes itself, works and 
learns.” 
“The incentive to deconstruct the concept of ‘class’ and to work under the 
dynamic of team teaching.” 
“The need to question the present situation. To point out alternative ways to 
work on the learning process of each student.” 

The centrality of the 
student 

2 “The PACF looks at the student as the protagonist of the learning process.”  
“To focus on the essential issues at school and, consequently, on students.” 

Answers to the 
specific needs of 

school and of 
students 

6 “A greater autonomy in what concerns to the curriculum management, 
which enables us to make adapted curricular options according to the needs 
of the school.” 
“It enables the development of strategic action, making us think ‘out of the 
box’ and find the answers for problems that are specific of our context.” 
“The capacity of schools and their teachers to adopt new strategies, 
practices and evaluation processes, based on students’ competencies and 
diversity.” 

A school for 
everyone 

3 “It stimulates us to change the school paradigm – a school for everyone, 
thinking about each of the students.” 
“It enables us to adequate the curriculum to students’ needs, conjugating 
this with the legal diploma for inclusive education.” 
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A greater degree of 
autonomy 

8 “It enables schools to implement their projects in a more flexible way.” 
“It enables the adoption of a more diversified curriculum and the reflection 
upon organizational and pedagogical practice.” 

The improvement of 
learning 

7 “The PACF enables the development of other strategies that promote 
students’ success.” 
“The autonomy that schools have in order to overcome problems related to 
learning and students’ success.” 

Cooperative work 14 “A greater awareness of the importance of collaborative work as a way of 
contributing to the improvement of students’ learning of the school climate.” 
“The valorisation of project / collaborative work, either from teachers or from 
students.” 
“The increase of the collaborative and cooperative spirit among peers.” 

Community 
involvement 

3 “In spite of a lot of constraints, I think I’m beginning to get to all educational 
agents.” 
“To value the reflexive and critical thinking of every members of the 
community.” 

Diversification of 
strategies 

11 “To differentiate strategies and adequate evaluation criteria.” 
“To reflect upon new teaching and learning methodologies to apply in the 
classroom.” 

Total of coded 
segments 

61 

Table 2 presents the weaknesses and constraints of / for the PACF. A total of 44 segments were coded, 
against the 61 coded for the positive aspects. This makes us assume that the respondents consider 
there are more positive than critical dimensions, which opens a window of opportunity to the 
improvement of educational practices and results. 

From the 44 segments coded as weaknesses and constraints, almost half (21) relate to the lack of 
conditions for the implementation of the PACF. Principals refer specifically to the lack of human and 
material resources, as well as to what they consider to be a poor planning from the Ministry of Education 
(little time for schools to adapt to a new teaching and learning paradigm and lack of specific training for 
teachers). 

Table 2: Weaknesses and constraints of/for the PACF 

 Frequency Excerpts 

Difficulties in articulating 
curricula with 
standardised tests 

1 “The articulation of the curricula with the standardised tests that 
students must do.” 

Constraints related to the 
access to higher 
education 

2 “The PACF was not accompanied by the reformulation of criteria to 
access higher education [strongly based on the results of 
standardised tests].” 

Lack of orientations to 
implement the PACF 

2 “We weren’t given clear and objective orientations on how to operate 
curricular articulation.” 

Lack of training for 
teachers 

2 “Lack of timely training, which lead to some decisions that we now 
perceive not to have been the most adequate ones.” 

Lack of conditions for the 
implementation of the 
PACF 

21 “Teachers weren’t given the necessary time to embody the principles 
of the project.” 
“The fact that the PAFC was generalised in a very sudden way, 
without leaving time for schools to prepare themselves, which has led 
to internal resistance.” 
“School facilities are not suitable for the emergence of this new 
paradigm.” 
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Teachers’ demotivation 
and resistance to change 

10 “The demotivation of teachers, who are the main catalysts of 
change.” 
“Difficulties in involving the whole educational community – 
resistance to change.” 
“Difficulty in mobilising teachers for a new curriculum approach.” 

The gap between theory 
and practice 

6 “There’s a gap between the type of work that the PACF advocates 
and the reality that superior instances demand to the principals in 
terms of administrative work.” 
“The formalities of the work carried out by the General Education 
Inspectorate kill most synergies.” 

Total of coded segments 44 

Teachers’ demotivation and resistance to change is also referred (10 segments) as a major constraint 
to the implementation of the PACF. 

Finally, table 3 presents principals’ suggestions for the improvement of the PACF, with a total of 43 
coded segments. The more frequent suggestions relate to the development of more collaborative work 
(11 segments), followed by the improvement of pedagogical practice (9 segments) and a revision of 
curricula and organizational dimensions such as timetables and students’ grouping (8 segments). 

Table 3: Suggestions for the improvement of the PACF 

 Frequency Excerpts 

On-the-job training 2 “On-the-job training, adequate to each reality and to each 
problematic.” 

Greater focus on students 1 “To respect students’ different learning paces.” 

Revision of curricula / 
timetables / students’ 
grouping 

8 “Revision of curricula, reduction of teachers’ and students’ teaching / 
learning hours.” 
“The real possibility of grouping students in different ways, rather 
than in fixed groups.” 
“The shortening of curricula.” 

Greater articulation with 
the Ministry of Education 

1 “Articulation among the different organisms of the Ministry of 
Education, so as to make them work together for common goals.” 

Improvement of school 
resources 

3 “Improvement of school resources, namely in what concerns to the 
number of teachers allocated to each school.” 

More reflection upon the 
PACF’s results 

2 “A deep reflection upon the results.” 

More collaborative work 11 “More collaborative work.” 
“The involvement of every professional in the improvements that are 
to be implemented.” 

Improvement of 
pedagogical practice 

9 “Going from merely expositive pedagogical practice to a practice 
based on the construction of learning – students build their own 
knowledge.” 
“Focusing on the classroom and methodologies and resources that 
enable inclusion and the adoption of a differentiated pedagogy.” 

Rethinking standardised 
test / the system of access 
to higher education 

2 “The end of standardised tests.” 
“Thinking about new ways of accessing higher education.” 

Less bureaucracy 1 “Less bureaucracy in the process.” 

A higher degree of 
autonomy 

3 “Autonomy, in the real sense of the word, is essential for the 
operationalisation of the PACF in schools.” 

Total of coded segments 43 
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4 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS  
Data reveals that principals assume a set of positions that are particularly relevant to the understanding 
of the developmental stage of the Portuguese educational system in what concerns to curriculum 
management, to teachers’ ways of working and to organizational and pedagogical autonomy from the 
central services of the Ministry of Education. 

It is also relevant to consider the apparent existence of a tension between the positive and the critical 
aspects. The respondents, for example, acknowledge an increased autonomy in what concerns to 
curricular management, which places them in a leadership for learning [18]. However, at the same time 
they claim for more autonomy, mainly in what concerns to the teachers’ recruitment process and to the 
management of resources, since they seem to perceive themselves as acting under a bureaucratic 
system that limits and uniformizes resources. 

On the other hand, they acknowledge that this legislative measure has promoted new forms of teacher 
work with a more collaborative nature, consequently reinforcing the power of deliberation of the 
collective of teachers. Nevertheless, they point out that this practice is still insufficient to instate a 
professional learning community [19].  

The bureaucratic modus operandi of the Ministry of Education is also visible, which befits a “command 
and control” system that legislates without considering the necessary time for schools to adopt the 
organizational and professional dispositions that can favour the emergence of the conditions needed for 
the success of the management measures and of students’ learning. 

Moreover, the demotivation of teachers, generated by a long-term public policy of frustration of 
professional expectations, drives the principals to the adoption of more bureaucratic forms of 
professional interaction, prescribing, at a local level, the normative procedures idealized by the central 
power. 

Another aspect that seems to condition the autonomous action of the leaders and their followers and 
the adoption of pedagogical practices more aligned with students’ learning needs is the acknowledgment 
of the influential power that standardised tests and the ways to access higher education have on 
teachers’ and students working patterns, which ends up by limiting the effects of a policy that aims to 
promote autonomy and curricular flexibility. 

School principals seem to have a paradoxical positioning towards the ongoing educational policy, 
signalizing the opportunities to instate leadership models that can promote learning, new working 
patterns for teachers and students and create pedagogical differentiation dynamics, configuring the 
implementation of a new grammar of schooling. However, at the same time, principals refer to the 
bureaucratic dependency towards external agendas and the limitations that are inherent to professional 
and organizational cultures that are still balkanized and loosely coupled. 
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